
Through the Mirror Neurons Darkly


Think for a moment about this question: What is green and has wheels?


Grass!


(I lied about the wheels.) 


At the Louvre Museum in Paris hangs a picture of Lisa Gherardina, who was 24 years 
old when she sat down to have her portrait done, in 1503. When you’re walking 
through the Louvre, overwhelmed by the sheer variety of human artistic expression, the 
picture is easy to miss, except for the large crowd gathered around taking pictures. 
Leonardo’s painting, called The Mona Lisa, has 8.5 million visitors each year.


The Louvre alone sells 350,000 items per year featuring Lisa Gherardina’s face.


Why? Well, one reason is that she’s famous because she’s famous. 


But she’s famous . . . because of her smile. 


Leonardo Di Vinci knew something about human beings: We smile when we see a 
smile. 


ONE


Speaking of Italy, in the early 1990s Italian researchers who had implanted electrodes 
in the brains of monkeys to study how their neurons fired when they grasped food 
noticed an odd phenomenon—the brains of monkeys WATCHING other monkeys 
clutching food . . . had the same pattern of neurons firing in their brains.


Neurons are the cells that make our nervous systems work. They are the things that 
create consciousness itself. 


Before neurons were discovered, in the early Twentieth Century, most people in the 
Western world assumed that consciousness was a thing unto itself—the so-called 



mind/body problem. Through the study of neurons we now know that there is no 
separation of mind and body. It’s all meat and electricity . . . 


(For the brain geeks in attendance this morning, the activity the Italian scientists 
measured occurs in the right posterior inferior frontal gyrus. )


This discovery has revolutionized the way we think about—and how we understand—
each other. This particular grouping of neurons have come to be called mirror neurons. 


They occur in all primates. And there is evidence they occur in other species as well. 


We all know that we learn by imitating the acton of others. Children mirror actions; they 
mirror sounds to learn speech. And, slowly, imitation leads to knowledge. And 
language. And the ability to act. 


Without mirror neurons, learning would be an entirely different thing. And we would 
have a difficult time understanding others. (Interesting research is currently being done 
on the relationship between mirror neurons and autism.)


We chose as a theme for the month of November, gratitude. Jim and I have looked at it 
from several angles. I think I’m correct in boiling what we’ve said down to this: 


thankfulness for what we have—and thankfulness for existence itself—implies service 
to others. As Shirley Chisholm said, “Service is the rent we pay for the privilege of living 
on this earth.”


Last week I talked about Abraham Lincoln, who established a “day of thanksgiving.” 


This week I want to consider the opposite of gratitude. And I think the Thanksgiving 
holiday gives us a perfect example of that, too. 


Lincoln codified a day of thanksgiving for the nation. But the older mythology, that of 
the Pilgrims feasting with native people, is a great example of UNgratitude. 


Let’s face it: Pilgrims were INgrates.


And I think it has to do with mirror neurons. 


TWO




One of the best books on this subject that I’ve found is by the Yale psychology 
professor Paul Bloom, his book, Just Babies: the Origins of Good and Evil. 


Bloom shows that babies are born with a basic sense of fairness. For example, they 
watch one stuffed toy bear, for example, helping another stuffed toy. Then they watch a 
stuffed toy bear harming another stuffed toy. When offered the “good” and the “bad” 
toys, babies overwhelmingly choose the “good” toy. When presented with the bad toy, 
babies punish the bad toy. 


(These are pre-verbal children.)


I’m oversimplifying complex research, but you get the point—we appear to know, even 
before we can speak, that some actions are “good” and some are “bad.” We appear to 
understand the difference between help and harm. 


Further, when another stuffed toy harms the “bad” stuffed toy, the babies like the 
avenging stuffed toy, even though, clearly, the avenger is harming the bad toy.


A belief in reward and punishment appears to be an inborn trait. The recognition of 
good and bad behavior appears to be inborn. We are born with a moral compass. We 
feel these reactions.


Researchers have studied subjects watching videos of a hand reaching for a teacup. 


They use three versions of this action. In one, the teacup is part of an elaborate setting 
of a tea party. A hand reaches for the teacup. The researchers watch the mirror 
neurons firing. 


In the second video, the tea cup sits on a table with crumbs and dirty dishes. A hand 
reaches for the teacup.


In the third video, there is no context at all—blankness surrounds the teacup. A hand 
reaches for it. 


Mirror neurons react much more in the first scenario. Neuroscientist Vittoria Gales says, 
“This suggests that the neurons are important for understanding intentions as well as 
actions.” 


(I would also conclude that most of us prefer drinking tea to doing dishes!)


We understand the actions of others. And we postulate reasons for those actions. 


THREE




So. Back to INgratitude . . .


November is, you may know, Native American History Month. Now, allow me to say 
that, contrary to Fox News, I don’t think that considering real history as opposed to 
mythology means that I hate America. REAL history teaches us what real people do in 
real situations. And sometimes we can learn from that. And sometimes even change 
our behavior. 


In their first winter, 1620-1621, 45 or the original 102 Mayflower settlers died. Those 
who survived managed to do so by raiding the graves of indians. The local tribes had 
the tradition of burying corn with their dead. The Pilgrims dug up the graves and stole 
the corn. 


(There were a lot of fresh graves, because small pox and other European diseases were 
wiping out entire native villages at the time.)


It may also be that the Pilgrims resorted to cannibalism. There were persistent rumors 
at the time that the Mayflower settlers had done so, as did the British colonists in 
Jamestown, Virginia. There is conclusive skeletal evidence that the Jamestown 
colonists killed and ate a teenaged girl from among their ranks. Her skeleton has been 
examined. Her skull was smashed with a large rock and there are tooth marks on her 
bones. 


The bodies of the Mayflower dead have not been examined, but we do know that 
eighteen women left England on the Mayflower but only four were alive to experience 
the first “Thanksgiving.” 


We also know that the Puritans, who came later, always suspected the Pilgrims of 
cannibalism—though we have to remember that the Puritans considered themselves 
socially superior to the Pilgrims.


That first Thanksgiving that has entered into US mythology—was actually a harvest 
festival—and was celebrated by the remaining colonists and about ninety 
Wampanoags. 


Here’s one question: why was Chief Massasoit of the Wampanoag tribe willing to 
consort with cannibalistic grave-robbers? Did he feel sorry for a group of people who 
were so clearly in over their heads?


Even perhaps odder is why Squanto—a warrior from another tribe and a man who 
spoke English—why Squanto was willing not only to dine with the English but to stay 
and help them for the planting season the next spring. 


Squanto knew the English language because he had been kidnapped by Brits and sold 
into slavery, then bought out of slavery and paraded as a curiosity around England, 



until he was brought back to this hemisphere to be an interpreter. Squanto was with 
the Wampanoag because Chief Massasoit had ordered an attack on the ship Squanto 
was on, had killed the English sailors, and taken Squanto prisoner.  


What lessons can we draw from this history?


Let’s go back to mirror neurons and the work of Dr. Paul Bloom. 


Bloom is currently writing a book he is calling “Against Empathy.” He has published 
some chapters from the book and his idea is causing a bit of a stir. He is distinguishing 
between empathy and compassion. 


Empathy, according to Dr. Bloom, is a result of those mirror neurons—we feel as 
someone else is feeling. We smile because Mona Lisa smiles. 


Those Native Americans and Europeans sitting down for a feast together had a great 
deal of empathy for each other. They were, after all, locked in a life or death struggle. 
They were all survivors of extreme deprivation. Most had participated in extreme 
violence. 


Each knew how the other was feeling. 


Empathy is a result of our mirror neurons. We feel empathy. We are wired that way. The 
problem, according to Dr. Bloom, is that empathy is prejudiced: we empathize more 
with people who look and act as we do; we empathize with people who we consider 
good looking; and we empathize with those we see—those who are close at hand.  
Also, because it is a physical feeling, we get tired of empathizing. 


Empathy is fickle, in other words. Empathy leads to in-groups and out-groups. To 
distinctions between people who are like me and those who are not like me. To feelings 
of disgust—distinctions and barriers. 


Dr. Bloom claims that compassion is different. 


It is more considered. More abstract. Compassion is a conscious, rational decision to 
expand empathy to everyone—because we have reasoned that it is the right, the 
virtuous, thing to do.


Notice, for example, that “I feel your pain” has become a cliche. And a sarcastic 
remark. It’s a comment on the limits of empathy. 


Feeling the pain of another is the work of our mirror neurons. But empathy is limited. 
Groucho Marx may have summed up the problem best when he said, “before you 
insult a man, walk a mile in his shoes . . . . 




That way, when you do insult him, 

you’ll be a mile away 

and have his shoes.”


The natives and the Europeans who sat down together to share that storied feast had 
empathy for one another. But perhaps not compassion. 


Chief Massasoit’s tribe survived for another few decades because he kept selling land 
to the Europeans. When he died and his heirs rethought that strategy, they were killed. 
A failure of compassion on the part of the European invaders. 


Did Chief Massasoit have compassion? 

Was he able to go beyond his innate empathy and stretch his compassion to the 
stranger, the other?


Good question. 


The slogan for the UU Humanist Association is “Reason. Compassion. Community.” 
Humanists come in for a lot of grief because we insist upon reason. Because we 
second-guess our gut reactions. Dr. Bloom is coming in for a lot of grief because he 
insists that we have to take that empathy that is a result of our mirror neurons and 
abstract it out until we can embrace the world with compassion. 


But I suspect therein lies the only way . . .


Finally, it doesn’t matter whether or not “god” is love—it is we who pull the triggers. 


FOUR


We can’t trust our gut. Our feeling. We have to understand that our basic wiring, our 
mirror neurons, make us smile when others are smiling, but our basic wiring leads us to 
let those we don’t see or understand . . . cry alone.


The Pilgrims were grateful to have survived that first winter. They were thankful to one 
particular tribe that helped them survive and thrive. But their racial and religious 
prejudices would never allow the Wampanoag people into their circle of compassion. 
Their racial and religious prejudices would never allow them to extend their 
compassion to the people living on the land they intended to take. 


Real history can teach us a lot. It’s not about hating America. It’s about seeing 
ourselves clearly enough to make some . . . adjustments . . . to our behavior.  




One more little look at history before I’m done: The British novelist Charles Dickens 
toured the US in the early 1840s. Dickens was considerably left of center and had a 
particular dislike for monarchy, capitalism, and social class. He wanted to see firsthand 
this new nation that had thrown off the yoke of threadbare European ideas. 


Instead of encountering that shining city on a hill, however, Dickens experienced a 
society soaked in classism, slavery, and gun violence. 


One city on his tour was St. Louis, Missouri. While he was there, Dickens wrote this: 


Public opinion has, within a few years, burned a slave alive at a slow fire in the 
city of St. Louis; and public opinion has to this day maintained upon the bench 
that estimable judge who charged the jury, impanelled there to try his (the 
slave’s) murderers, that their most horrid deed was an act of public opinion, and 
being so, must not be punished by the laws the public sentiment had made. 
Public opinion hailed this doctrine with a howl of wild applause, and set the 
prisoners free, to walk the city . . .   (American Notes, Chapter Seventeen)


Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?


Had Dickens been able to tweet about the the incident he wrote of, I expect that he 
might have used the hashtag #blacklivesmatter.


Classism. Racism. Gun violence. 


As the Dickens lines remind us, Fox News is nothing new on the American scene. 
“Public opinion”—also coded as “law and order”—is always there to be used as an 
excuse for oppression and atrocity. 


Dickens visited the United States 175 years ago. Yet we still understand what he meant
—classism, racism, gun violence.  Those of us with low-melatonin skin need to think 
about that: 


#It is the measure of the oppression of a particular group 

that even your rage can be tried in the court of public opinion 

and be found wanting.


Having visited the United States, Dickens drew this conclusion concerning the 
American experiment:


quote

Rather, for me, restore the forest and the Indian village; 

in lieu of stars and stripes, let some poor feather flutter in the breeze; replace 
the streets and squares by wigwams; 

and though the death-song of a hundred haughty warriors fill the air, 

it will be music 




to the shriek of one unhappy slave.


Dickens had one bit of advice concerning the American experiment: Give it back to the 
indians. 


(You won’t be reading that in the program notes for “A Christmas Carol.”)


As I mentioned a few weeks ago, the Pilgrims set up a club here in the Western 
Hemisphere. Identity politics at its best. God loved White Protestant Men. If push came 
to shove and you got hungry, it was acceptable to eat even White Protestant Women. 


And it was hunky-dory to suppress, oppress, and kill everyone else. 


As history has shown, that is one way to run a country. 


It FEELS good and true . . . to those who look like the people who make the rules. 


The question is: are we willing to go beyond what those mirror neurons tell us: 

are we willing to face disgust, prejudice, othering, and all the other 

“feelings” and reason our way to compassion for all? 


The grand jury is out on that . . . 


Science is telling us where our foundational morality comes from. 


History shows us that reason and compassion are the ways to “a more just, 
compassionate and peaceful world.”


We can do that . . . if we are willing to . . . think about it . . . 


So may it be.



